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THE SPIRIT OF AMERICA IN 
THE WAR

NATURE AND PURPOSE OF ARTICLE

W hat are  the m otives and underlying aim s which have 
im pelled the A m erican people to become active p artic ipan ts  
in a world w ar which they (have from  the beginning  looked 
upon as an unexam pled calam ity? And w hat a ttitude  do Am
erican citizens of Swedish b irth  or ancestry  take tow ard such 
partic ipa tion?  These are the questions w hich the w rite r has 
set him self to answ er in the following sta tem ent.

An expression of th is character, involving as it does a 
judgm ent on contem porary  persons and events, is not a m ere 
im personal analysis or an  abstrac t developm ent of ideas. It 
is a personal responsibility , and therefore  it is ju st th a t the 
reader should know  som ething of the antecedents and the 
outlook of the person whose conviction is herein  expressed.

THE WRITER’S ANTECEDENTS AND OUTLOOK

The w rite r was born in Sweden and came w ith  his paren ts 
to Am erica as a child of six. H is paren ts w ere steerage im 
m igran ts, in common w ith  so m any others im pelled and 
buoyed by the hope of be tte ring  th e ir  condition. So 
fa r  as they  w ere personally  concerned, th is  hope w as scarce
ly fulfilled. They found conditions of life in the new world 
not easier, and perhaps even som ew hat harder, th an  in the
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old. I m ention th is fact because it is a m ore typical circum 
stance th an  is generally  recognized. But w hat life had de
nied to the  parents, it g ran ted  in generous m easure to the 
children. Am erica afforded them , in spite of in itia l h a rd 
ship and poverty, an education beyond the elem entary , and 
she gave them  the possibility of m odest careers as students 
and teachers. This fact constitu tes a na tu ra l bond of affec
tion  th a t lends added stren g th  and v ita lity  to the  ties of 
loyalty  and duty which bind them  to th e ir  adopted country.

My roots are therefore  firm ly planted in A m erican soil. 
My political loyalty is undivided; it is wholly unth inkab le  
th a t there  could be any question of that. But I have never 
seen fit to apologize for my Swedish ancestry  nor sought to 
avoid any of its n a tu ra l im plications. I have consistently  
tau g h t and professed th a t the foreign born in A m erica need 
not cut them selves off from  the heritage of a r t  and of 
thought, of lite ra tu re  and culture, which is theirs  by virtue 
of race arid trad ition . I have alw ays believed th a t m uch of 
th is inheritance  m ay and of righ t ought to be used to enrich 
A m erican life, and th a t if we foreign born are true to our
selves both as Am erican citizens of undivided allegiance, and 
as of th is or th a t ancestry  and culture, we m ay render a use
ful and m ost im portan t service to the country of our adop
tion. I have not only tau g h t th is  view of our duty and oppor
tunity , but w ith in  my own field, and in proportion to my 
powers, I have practised  w hat I have preached; I have given 
lectures and courses of instruction  intended to stim ulate  in 
te res t in those rep resen ta tive  leaders of philosophical 
thought w hich the Scandinavian countries have given to the 
world.

I have never been enam ored of war. W hile I have never 
joined any pacifist society, nor taken p a rt in any of the 
num erous m ovem ents to abolish w ar w hich have been so 
charac te ris tic  of recent hum an ita rian  though t and effort, I 
have never believed, nor do I now believe, th a t naked and un 
spiritualized force can ever by itself determ ine any ideal is
sue, or prom ote any ideal cause. I am  far from  regard ing
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peace as an end in itself, or as absolutely valuable under any 
and all circum stances, looking upon w ar ra th e r  as a sym p
tom  of a deeperseated evil th an  as itse lf the fundam ental 
disease. N evertheless, I have alw ays used such influence as I 
possessed in favor of a peaceful settlem ent of controversies, 
in te rn a tio n a l or otherw ise. I heartily  share  the feeling and 
conviction of P residen t W ilson, th a t no com m unity can call 
itself civilized for which w ar is not a last and m ost reg re tta 
ble resort, and th a t a highm inded people will endure m any 
in ju ries and suffer much in justice before it sees fit to take 
up arm s.

I am not unm indful, to m ake a last reference to my p e r
sonal a ttitude, of the subtle and insidious change which 
creeps over the m inds and judgm ents of men, when the coun
try  which righ tfu lly  com m ands th e ir  love and allegiance 
comes to be engaged in bloody conflict w ith an enemy. I have 
not been an observer of th is w ar for the firs t th ree years of 
its course, w ithout noting how even scholars and th inkers, 
sages and scien tists and m oralists alike, lose the power of 
seeing th ings as they are, and of view ing events and persons 
in the dry ligh t of d isin terested  tru th , as soon as they per
ceive th a t m om entous issues are  a t stake, reaching  the depths 
of th e ir pa trio tic  feeling. I cannot hope w holly to escape 
th is  influence; but I am a t least alive to the danger and 
earnestly  desirous of a tta in in g  the g rea test possible objec
tiv ity  of judgm ent.

THE STATE OF AMERICAN OPINION

So much for myself and my view point. But w hat of Am
erica and the w ar? Is Am erica united or divided? Is it in  
earnest, or is its participation  in the w ar a m ere form ality , 
a sort of paym ent for a ticket-of-adm ission to the peace con
ference? Is it determ ined to endure to the end, or will it 
weaken at the first prospect of serious reverse? And above 
all, how does Am erica in tend  to utilize the victory w hich it 
hopes w ith its associates in the w ar to gain, and for which it 
is determ ined to do all and sacrifice all? These are questions-
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to w hich no thoughtfu l A m erican ought to lack for an a n 
sw er; and the p resent w rite r has strong  convictions regard 
ing them .

In the beginning, in 1914, A m erican opinion was not so
lidified. N evertheless, the general trend  of our sym pathies 
as a people soon becam e unm istakable. Many of us had long 
been aw are of the  peculiar recrudescence of m ilita ry  feeling 
and m ilita ry  philosophy which the ru ling  classes of G erm a
ny had yielded them selves to serve and to embody. This 
philosophy and th is  feeling is p resen t everyw here, am ong all 
peoples; not even my own country is free from  it.

CONTRAST BETWEEN ALLIED AND GERMAN POLICY BEFORE
THE WAR

But in Am erica as in E ngland  and in F rance, opinion w as 
strong ly  se tting  its face in the opposite direction: tow ard ef
forts to  rem ove the causes of w ar; to reduce the num ber of 
occasions on which w ar m ight honorably be declared; to  
m inim ize the ho rro rs  and b ru ta lities  incident to w arfare ; 
and to increase the existing h um an ita rian  res tra in ts  upon the 
conduct of war. And th is opinion was reflected in the  
diplom acy and the  governm ental action of the respective 
countries.

The effective ru ling  opinion in Germ any had a d ifferent 
trend. I t  deliberately attem pted  to idealize w ar; it con
sciously sought to increase the num ber of its recognized 
ju stifica tions; and it worked to increase its ho rro rs  and 
b ru ta lities  and to relax  its h um an ita rian  res tra in ts , in order 
to m ake it m ore effective as a weapon of decision. This 
opinion was faithfu lly  reflected in G erm any’s diplomacy, in 
he r m ilita ry  m orale, in the standards of her officer caste, and 
in h e r governm ental action. And all th is was placed in the 
service of a  perfervid national am bition, an  overw eening 
pride in the  ru lers, and an  alm ost unquestion ing  obedience 
in the ruled. Is it any w onder th a t even before the w ar m any 
of us had recognized in th is  phenom enon an anachron ism  
m enacing to the peace and progress of the world?
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HOW OUR SYMPATHIES WERE ALIENATED

The events w hich preceded and accom panied the dec
lara tions of w ar had a cum ulative and progressive effect in 
a lienating  our sym pathies from  the Germ an power and pro
gram . The im possible u ltim atum  which A ustria  imposed 
upon Serbia; the nullification  of every effort tow ard m edia
tion by G erm any’s calculated indifference, delay, and hos
tility ; the im perative dem ands and prom pt declarations of 
w ar sent fo rth  from  B erlin  while there  still seemed am ple 
tim e for peaceable se ttlem ents—all th is  created a m ost pa in 
ful im pression. We saw how th is  g rea t and aggressive pow
er, having all the  in itia l advantages of p repara tion  and 
available resource, nevertheless affected to be in such im 
m inen t and deadly peril th a t it could afford to be bound by 
no sacred word and no solem n treaty . We saw it a ttack  and 
dem olish a weak neighbor whom  it had sw orn to protect, in 
order to add, a t the expense of honor and justice, one m ore 
advantage to the  m any w hich it a lready  possessed over its 
enemies. Is it any w onder if our sym pathies grew  cold?

A little  later, worse th ings were b rought to our a tten tion , 
th ings so terrib le  th a t we were lo th  to believe them . And 
w hen we saw the m ethods of w arfare  of w hich G erm any stood 
accused frank ly  defended by her w rite rs  and m ilita ry  au th o r
i t i e s ,  and her trea tm en t of civilians in conquered te rrito rie s  
explained as a necessary consequence of a really  m ethodical 
and scientific system  of war, we stood aghast, and felt our
selves to be in the  presence of som ething no t wholly hum an. 
Our an tipa th ies w ere aroused; and as tim e w ent on, and evi
dence was added to evidence and confirm ation  made doubly 
sure, these an tipa th ies were streng thened  and deepened.

OUR OWN INJURIES AT GERMANY’S HANDS

But these were in ju ries to others, no t to ourselves. R e
m em bering those lim ita tions which are imposed upon all hu
m an activity, individual and collective, we sought to m ain 
ta in  our neu tra lity  of action, if no t of though t and feeling.
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But in the m eanw hile, G erm any made preposterous de
m ands upon us. She urged th a t we ought to help her by 
neu tra liz ing  Great B rita in 's  com m and of the seas, p reventing 
our citizens from  trad ing  in w ar m ateria ls w ith the Allies. 
And because we insisted  upon exercising our undoubted 
righ t, and did not see fit to in te rp re t our duty and our in te r
est so as to aid in the  realization  of G erm any’s am bitions, 
Germ an agents, financed by funds m ade available through 
regu larly  accredited diplom atic and m ilita ry  represen tatives 
of the C entral Powers, plotted to blow up our factories and 
fom ent disturbances and violence in our industries. They con
spired to violate our laws while openly professing to be our 
friends and actually  enjoying the benefits of our hospitality . 
They sought by every m eans in th e ir power to em broil us in 
w ar w ith our neighbors to the  south and with our neighbor 
across the Pacific. And w hen we refused to give up our righ t 
to safety of life and limb upon the high seas, Germ an naval 
cap tains deliberately  m urdered our citizens who were en
gaged in the exercise of a r ig h t which in te rn a tio n a l law has 
from  the beginning never failed to assert. And yet we did 
not go to war. We had no in ten tion  of renouncing those 
m inim al righ ts  w hich symbolized for us some degree of hu 
m an ita rian  re s tra in t upon the conduct of war, in the face of 
aggression by a power whose cruelty had alienated  our sym 
pathies, but we hoped against hope th a t be tter counsels 
m ight prevail and th a t the in juries of which we had cause 
to com plain m ight cease.

But th a t hope had finally  to be abandoned. G erm any a n 
nounced, as a settled policy, the v iolation of in te rn atio n a l 
law to the in ju ry  of the lives of neu tra ls  and noncom batants 
upon the high seas; and weeks before the announcem ent was 
made, prepared officially to incite Mexico and Jap an  to m ake 
w ar upon us. Our patience was a t an end. I know of no m a
jo r power, able to wage w ar in defense of its undoubted 
righ ts, which could have failed to take up the challenge thus 
laid down. I know of only one standpoin t from  w hich Am
erica’s assum ption of the sta tus of a belligeren t could under
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the circum stances be consistently  criticized, and no neu tra l 
or belligerent power in the world today occupies th a t  s tan d 
point, nor does any sta tesm an in any Am erican or European 
state.

THE AMERICAN PEOPLE UNITED AND DETERMINED

In one sense, the A m erican people did not will the  war. 
They were profoundly re luc tan t to en ter upon it, and th is 
reluctance had its ground not only in a love for peace, but 
also in a d istrust of the a rb itram en t of w ar as a m eans of se
curing justice. But when the tim e came for a final decision, 
they  accepted and perceived the necessity for w ar w ith  as ton 
ish ing  unanim ity. And having entered upon it, they cannot 
ligh tly  be swerved from  th e ir  purpose.

Let no one be deceived into th ink ing  th a t any individual, 
or any in terested  clique, plunged us into war. No one who 
asserts th is can lay claim  to the sligh test in te lligen t know 
ledge of A m erican affairs. P resident W ilson is perhaps 
the m ost independent of all the characters now playing a p a rt 
in the w orld’s sta tesm anship , and there  is no coterie, in the 
country  or out of it, th a t could force him  to serve its purpose. 
But P residen t W ilson has a m ost rem arkable sense of the 
common will and m ind; when by the exercise of his leader
ship he restra ined  the nation  from  en trance  upon a prem a
tu re  war, and w hen he la te r led the nation in to  a w ar which 
was felt to be unavoidable— in both of these acts of leader
ship he faith fu lly  in terp re ted  the common m ind of the g rea t 
m ass of Am erican citizens.

W hatever strangeness m ay have been felt, and w hatever 
m isunderstandings m ay have existed in the m inds of some 
parts  of our population upon finding them selves in the un 
w onted position of tak ing  p a rt in w hat seemed superficially  
to be a m erely European  conflict, has rapidly  disappeared. 
T here has been a w onderful am algam ation  of feeling and 
unification of sen tim ent behind the w ar aim s enunciated 
by P residen t W ilson, and th is m ovem ent has included w ithin  
its scope the m ost diverse elem ents of our population.
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The p residen t’s aim s are A m erica’s aims. There are  in 
deed a handful of d issen tien ts (and w hat w onder?) to the 
rig h t and to the  left. There are  those am ong us who care 
m ore for power th an  they  do for justice, and who would like 
to use the w ar to fu rth e r im perialistic  aim s; and there  are 
those on the o ther hand  who see in peace the only justice. 
But the g rea t m ass of the Am erican people are determ ined 
to keep Am erica true to the cause we have so often and so 
clearly  proclaim ed. They are determ ined to utilize the  victo
ry for the sake of which we are s tra in in g  every nerve and de
vo ting  every resource, in order thereby to secure a ju ste r re 
lationship  between peoples and a m ore peaceful o rganization  
of the in te rn a tio n a l comm unty. And th e ir  determ ination  to 
endure to the end is all the firm er for having its ground in 
a  purpose th a t is thus universal, and not m erely private  or 
individual.

AMERICA’S AIMS HEARTILY EMBRACED BY HER CITIZENS OF 
SWEDISH ORIGIN

Is it possible th a t any person of Swedish blood, in th is 
country  or in Sweden, can have any th ing  to fear from  such 
a victory, utilized in such a sp irit?  All peoples stand  to gain, 
so it seems to me, the peoples of neutral countries not the  
least. We do not in tend  to allow ourselves to be carried  
aw ay by the passions of ranco r or revenge, but we regard  the 
overw eening am bitions and m ilita ris tic  outlook of the  Ger
m an ru lers as th rea ten in g  to the  world, and we in tend  to do 
all in our power to avert the m enace of the one and to de
stroy  the prestige of the  other.

We are  in terested  in the R ussian  democracy. We desire 
to see R ussia free to w ork out her experim ents in selfgovern
m ent and her new ideals of industria l organization , and we 
in tend  to use our influence to m ake th is  possible. I t surely 
needs no argum en t from  me to point the obvious fact th a t the  
leg itim ate  in te rests  of Sweden as an independent nation  
m ust necessarily  be b e tte r served by a dem ocratic Russia, 
preoccupied w ith  problem s of selfim provem ent and loving
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peace, th an  by a despotic Russia, in ten t upon a career of 
b rigandage; or a vassal Russia, the se rvan t of a despotic 
worldpower, boundless in its am bition and w ithout scruple 
in its choice of m eans.

This understand ing  of the w ar and of the  m eaning  of Am
erica’s participation , is becom ing m ore and m ore nearly  
universal in the ranks of A m erican citizenship, including 
those of Swedish descent. As a consequence, the  loyalty of 
the  la tte r, w hich from  the beginning was prom pt and un 
questionable, is becom ing m ore and m ore a m atte r  of hearty  
and convinced allegiance to A m erica’s purposes, and less and 
less a m ere m atte r  of duty. This is som ething w hich we 
wish our kinsm en across the  sea to know, in order th a t  they  
m ay not m isin te rp re t the sp irit in w hich we dedicate our sons 
to service of our coun try ’s cause, a cause we love and cherish, 
in th is tense and critical hour w hen we feel w ith  agony 
w hat we hope to be the b irth -pangs of a b e tte r world.

Written for the Committee on Public Information for translation into 
Swedish, to be circulated as American propaganda in Sweden; first pub
lished In The Minneapolis Journal, Sunday, May 19, 1918.



II.

INDEPENDENCE DAY ADDRESS

FELLOW AMERICANS OF SWEDISH ORIGIN:

The national holiday which we celebrate today is our 
holiday. It does not belong to us in any narrow  or selfish 
or exclusive sense, in any sense in which it could not r ig h t
fully be claim ed by any o ther of the groups or individuals, 
native-born  or foreign-born, th a t together constitu te  th is 
g rea t nation. But it belongs to us in exactly the sam e sense, 
and in the same degree; and we are  m et today to claim  it 
as ours. T hat claim  is one which it is the duty and the p riv i
lege of each and every one of us to m ake good. The child in 
school, who som etim es feels him self m ore tru ly  a t hom e in 
the com pany of p laym ates and teachers th an  in his own 
home, w here Sw edish-speaking paren ts exert the dom inant 
influence, paren ts  whose language and whose ways begin to 
seem m ore and m ore strange to him — it is his F ourth  of Ju ly  
as a m atte r of course. The aged couple whose ears refuse 
quickly to catch the new accents, whose h ea rts  are but slow
ly w arm ed by the hardly understood words of the new lan 
guage, and whose lips still instinctively  form ulate the p ray
ers learned at m o ther’s knee in the old fam iliar tongue— it 
is none the less th e ir  F ourth  of Ju ly ; and m ay no one be so 
stupid or so cruel as to assum e to take it from  them . For we
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are citizens, all of us, of our adopted country; and the reality  
of our citizenship  is not to be tested by the duration  of our 
residence here, or by the fluency of our E nglish  speech; but 
ra th e r  by the depth of our loyalty, and the fervor of our de
votion, and the enthusiasm  of our patrio tism , and the un
selfishness of our love of country. It is by v irtue of partic i
pation in such th ings as these th a t we claim  today our righ t 
in th is Independence Day.

This claim  of ours is no em pty claim, no abstrac t theory, 
no conventional phrase. I t is a testim ony woven in to  the 
fiber of our being, and embedded in every n a tu ra l feeling and 
em otion. A thousand voices of the h ea rt a tte s t its sincerity ; 
a thousand v ital experiences give it depth and power. This 
na tiona l holiday is ours because th is is our land. This broad 
expanse of cultivated prairie,, these farm s nestling  in the val
leys or hidden am ong the forests—have they  not been won 
from  the w ilderness a t the  cost of our brawm and our brain? 
These village m arketplaces, these cities teem ing w ith in 
dustry  and life— are they  not bu ilt by the sw eat of our brows 
and the labor of our hands, as well as by the sw eat and the 
labor of our com patrio ts? And these churches and schools, 
and all the o ther civilizing in stitu tions th a t deck these com
m unities— are they not w rought of our hopes and our fears, 
our joys and our sorrows, our striv ings and com m unings, 
our w illing co-operation w ith our fellow citizens? This flag 
which floats above us in the breeze is our flag. I t symbolizes 
our past and our future, our h isto ry  and our hopes, and our 
oneness w ith all our fellow-citizens. Its  stripes reflect in 
th e ir  red the blood shed by Am erican citizens of our race 
on the battlefields of every w ar in w hich the S tars and 
Stripes have been carried  to victory: the W ar af the Revolu
tion, the Civil W ar, the Spanish-A m erican W ar, and finally, 
the  w ar in w hich we are  now engaged for a g rea te r freedom  
and a m ore adequate justice for ourselves and for hum anity.

And th is day is ours w ith a peculiar em phasis in the 
p rsen t crisis. It is ours because we love the cause w hich 
Am erica has made its own, and the principles for w hich she
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battles. We love freedom  and independence, and have a l
ways loved them ; and we love these treasu res no t only for 
ourselves, but for the  o ther peoples of the world as well. We 
love justice and hate  iniquity  as betw een the nations, g rea t 
and small. We find our in sp iration  in the hope of an en
during  peace, w hen the world shall no longer be an  arm ed 
cam p of ha treds and suspicions, but a  rea l in te rn a tio n a l 
com m unity founded on confidence and law. F or these th ings 
we gladly send our sons a t duty’s call, to suffer and per
haps to die on foreign battlefields, in th is hour of the w orld’s 
agony.

And now we dedicate ourselves anew to our common 
country. We conscecrate ourselves to a deeper and a purer 
loyalty, to a  broader and a m ore w hole-hearted  patrio tism . 
We bind ourselves to a pa trio tism  th a t shall be inclusive 
and not exclusive, a patrio tism  th a t tu rn s  upon no loyal c iti
zen the  cold shoulder of suspicion, but extends to all the  
w arm  handclasp of a sincere and friendly welcome. We love 
our country  in its people, native-born  and foreign-born, m en 
and women of all races and religions, loyal farm ers and loyal 
city dwellers, b rain-w orkers and hand-w orkers, skilled and 
unskilled, all sorts and conditions of men, em barked here 
upon the high en terprise  of estab lish ing  a nation , e p 1 u- 
r  i b u s u n u m  , conceived in liberty  and equality under 
the  law. We consecrate ourselves to a patrio tism  th a t shall 
be d isin terested  and unselfish, striv ing  loyally to support 
our common country  in the m easure of our s treng th , not 
schem ing to m ake our country  support us and fu rth e r our 
private  am bitions. We pray  th a t  our loyalty  m ay be kept 
pure and unsullied by party  passion or selfish greed. We 
dedicate ourselves to serve the common good; we bind our
selves w ith a loyalty to the common w ill; to an undivided 
allegiance and a d isin terested  devotion; to an obedience th a t 
sees the  m ajesty  of the law everyw here, and not only w here 
it serves our own in te rest; to a deepseated respect for the 
safeguards of an  orderly  procedure, to the  end th a t  there  
m ay be realized a cool and even-handed justice w hether in
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peace or war. Thus we dedicate ourselves to our country, 
by which we m ean the deeper and perm anen t and common 
in terests  of our neighbors and fellow-citizens. At the sam e 
tim e we dedicate ourselves to the  task  of rearing , in the w on
derful new w orld th a t is to come, w hen the present b irth - 
pangs shall have ceased to trouble, a stable struc tu re  of a 
be tte r hum an society, founded on the firm  foundations of 
love and justice and tru th . God bless Am erica, and m ake 
her tru ly  g rea t am ong the nations of the earth!

Delivered at the patriotic celebration held in Minnehaha Park under 
the auspices of the John Ericson League for Patriotic Service, July 4, 1918.


